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Introduction   
 
After the three-week Israeli operation in Gaza – Operation Cast Lead – that took place 
between 27 December 2008 and 18 January 2009, a number of scholars have discussed the 
problems of humanitarianism in the Strip. What they suggest is that since the conflict 
between the IDF and Hamas, the ruling party of Gaza, the predicament of the closed off 
Palestinian enclave has been pretty much exclusively portrayed as a humanitarian problem in 
the public discourse. By focusing on the acute human suffering caused by wars and other 
such events, some argue, media fails to acknowledge the persisting, long-established 
structures and practices of Israeli control over Gaza and, consequently, depoliticizes the 
issue. As no empirical studies exploring this issue seem to exist just yet, I will attempt to 
carry out one such research project by analysing two documentary films – Children of Gaza 
and Tears of Gaza – illustrating the struggle of the civilian population of the Strip during and 
shortly after the heavily criticized Israeli military incursion into this isolated Palestinian 
enclave. To this end, my thesis seeks to address a research question formulated as “to what 
extent does documentary film about the 2008-2009 Gaza conflict frame Gaza as a 
humanitarian issue?”  
 
          The study will proceed as follows. The first chapter will lay out the broader historical 
and theoretical context relevant to the above research question and include some information 
on the past social, political and economic developments in Gaza prior to Operation Cast 
Lead, as well as a brief summary of the said conflict itself. These couple of paragraphs on 
Gaza will, then, be followed by an overview of what has previously been argued about the 
issue of humanitarian communication in the media presumably depoliticizing important 
societal issues, in general, and the conditions of the Gazan population from January 2009 
onwards, in particular. Thereafter, the relationship of film to both humanitarianism and 
politics will be explored. Once the relevant background information has been covered, the 
study will move on to the analysis of two documentary films, Children of Gaza and Tears of 
Gaza. This section contains three chapters that will focus on the portrayal of Palestinian 
suffering, the so called ‘emergency thinking’ commonly seen as part of humanitarian 
communication and some of the more political aspects of the Gazan predicament under the 
long-established Israeli control of the Strip, respectively. Based on the findings of these 
analytical chapters, I will conclude that, while the two analysed films do address a number of 
political matters affecting the lives of Gazans, they still mostly frame Gaza as a humanitarian 
problem. Finally, I will briefly discuss some of the potential implications of portraying Gaza 
in this particular way. 
 
 
 
 
 
2 
 
1. Context  
 
 
1.1 Depoliticizing effects of humanitarianism in the context of Gaza  
 
Many scholars argue that since modern-day humanitarian communication typically portrays 
armed conflicts and other such events causing human suffering as unexpected emergency 
situations, it can make those affected doubt their own agency in influencing the political 
reality they live in and lose hope in positive societal developments ever transforming it for 
the better.1 Calhoun maintains that humanitarian efforts driven by the idea of urgency tend to 
primarily focus on the imperative of immediate action in order to save the lives of those in 
the greatest danger and to mitigate the suffering of others. 2 Consequently, the scholar 
continues, people involved in humanitarian action seldom pay close attention to the political 
issues behind the situation or the long-term developmental needs of the populations they seek 
to support.3 In other words, the aim of humanitarian assistance is widely believed to be 
limited to the provision of emergency aid, which, in turn, makes the practice neglect equally 
important political, social and economic matters.4 
 
          When it comes to OCL as the focal point of the current study, it needs to be mentioned, 
first of all, that the conflict that cost the lives of well over a thousand Palestinians was 
globally condemned and many humanitarian workers stepped in after the ceasefire to assist 
with the delivery of aid to Gazan civilians. The efforts of these actors and the widespread 
support for Gaza clearly observable within the international community did not, however, 
change the political reality of the Israeli-oppressed Gazan residents on the ground, let alone 
advance their key object of eventually returning to their land, in any meaningful way.5 On the 
contrary, Feldman suggests that those presumably helping have routinely used 
humanitarianism as an instrument for countering Palestinian efforts to promote their political 
interests,6 most notably the desire for eventually returning to the land that they were once 
expelled from.  
 
          As for media coverage of OCL, Allen argues that the international community was 
mainly told about the developments of the three-week conflict itself and given little to no 
relevant background information.7 This is to say that while the gruesome images of dead 
Palestinians widely circulated by the press could serve to evoke empathetic responses within 
the public, the media coverage of OCL and its consequences contained few references to the 
 
1 Luc Boltanski, Distant Suffering: Morality, Media and Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1999). 
2 Craig Calhoun, “The Imperative to Reduce Suffering: Charity, Progress, and Emergencies in the Field of 
Humanitarian Action,” in Humanitarianism in Question: Power, Politics, Ethics, ed. Michael Barnett and 
Thomas G. Weiss (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008), 90. 
3 Ibid.   
4 Mariella Pandolfi, “Humanitarianism and Its Discontents,” in Forces of Compassion: Humanitarianism 
between Ethics and Politics, ed. Erica Bornstein and Peter Redfield (Santa Fe: School for Advanced Research 
Press, 2010), 228. 
5 Ilana Feldman, “Gaza’s Humanitarian Problem,” Journal of Palestine Studies 38, no. 3 (2009): 27.     
6 Ibid., 28.  
7 Lori Allen, “The Scales of Occupation: ‘Operation Cast Lead’ and the Targeting of the Gaza Strip,” Critique 
of Anthropology 32, no. 3 (2012): 263-264. 
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history of the IDF involvement in Gaza and so failed to situate the conflict in the broader 
context of the long-established Israeli control over the population of the Strip.8 In a similar 
vein, Campbell suggests that framing the spectacular violence of OCL as a sudden and 
unanticipated situation of emergency could stop the international community from detecting 
the patterns of the more common – and arguably more significant – lower-scale violence that 
the residents of Gaza are routinely exposed to.9 Therefore, while we also need to 
acknowledge the severity of the large-scale violence experienced by Gazans and to 
understand the importance of humanitarian aid to ensure the survival of the population of the 
Strip in the short term, several scholars seem to think that OCL has mostly been illustrated 
and discussed out of its context as a single event in the long history of the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict.  
 
 
1.2 Historical background  
From Oslo Agreements to the Israeli withdrawal from Gaza 
 
Prior to discussing documentary films about the Gaza conflict of 2008-2009 as the main topic 
of this paper, it is necessary to provide a brief overview of the developments of the still 
blockaded Strip over the past couple of decades. While the origins of the Gazan predicament 
in general can be traced back to the 1948 Nakba, the foundations for the circumstances that 
eventually made the conflict possible were arguably laid with the Oslo peace process of the 
1990s – the accords were the starting point of the Israeli policy aimed at separating Gaza 
from both Israel and the West Bank and so isolating the Strip politically and economically.10  
During the Oslo years, the many ways in which Israel oversaw Gaza were reshaped as the 
methods that solely relied on direct territorial control were abandoned and a new practice of 
‘selective physical presence and absence’ was introduced.11 The purpose of this approach was 
to enable the IDF both to rule over the Gazans residing within the boundaries of the narrow, 
besieged strip of land and to limit their access to the outside world by.12 As the Israeli 
Defence Forces exercised its power over the boundaries of Gaza – both internal and external 
– relatively unrestricted during the Oslo period, the goal of controlling Gaza was achieved the 
foundations laid for the eventual tightening of Israel’s grip on the Strip later on.13 The Israeli 
control over Gaza kept intensifying until the autumn of 2005 when the Israeli government 
ordered called for an evacuation of the Jewish settlements in the Strip and ordered the IDF to 
leave all residential areas in the area14, declaring that, after nearly four decades of Israeli 
military presence in Gaza, the occupation was over.15   
 
 
8 Ibid. 
9 David Campbell, “Constructed Visibility: Photographing the Catastrophe of Gaza,” accessed March 23, 2020, 
https://www.david-campbell.org/wp-content/documents/Constructed_Visibility.pdf.   
10 Camille Mansour, “Reflections on the War on Gaza,” Journal of Palestine Studies 38, no. 4 (2009): 91. 
11 Eyal Weizman, Hollow Land: Israel’s Architecture of Occupation (New York: Verso Press, 2007).  
12 Ibid. 
13 Lisa Bhungalia, “A Liminal Territory: Gaza, Executive Discretion, and Sanctions Turned Humanitarian,” 
GeoJournal 75 (2010): 351. 
14 Omar Shaban, “The Implications of Siege and the Internal Palestinian Division on the Situation in the Gaza 
Strip since 2007,” Palestine-Israel Journal 22, no. 2 (2017): 71-72. 
15 Raja Shehadeh, “The Gaza Occupation: Beginnings and Endings,” The Palestine Yearbook of International 
Law XIV (2006/2007): 14. 
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2005 to the Hamas takeover of the Strip  
 
Despite of the 2005 unilateral Israeli withdrawal from Gaza, the IDF continued to control the 
land borders of the Strip, as well as to oversee the air space and maritime boundaries over and 
around it.16 The Israeli domination of the boundaries of Gaza intensified the following year 
when Hamas, the Palestinian Islamist political organization, claimed victory in the 
Palestinian legislative elections and so assumed control of the Gazan population.17 Two years 
later in June 2007, the nationalist party ousted Fatah, the more moderate Palestinian faction, 
from Gaza and so completely took over the Strip, to which Israel responded by declaring 
Gaza as a ‘hostile entity’ and further severing the closure of the area.18 The Hamas takeover 
of Gaza also deepened the rift between the two Palestinian parties that had been characterized 
by each of them claiming to be better able to promote Palestinian interests in the Arab world 
and beyond and, hence, a more suitable representative for the oppressed nation.19 This clash 
between Hamas and Fatah has only made it more difficult for the Palestinian population to 
deal with the blockade that appears to be of an unconventional nature. Namely, the closure 
does not require the armed forces of the occupying power to continuously remain stationed in 
the area in order to efficiently control the Gazans and to pressure them to act in certain ways 
to advance Israeli interests rather than their own.20 In practice, the closure of Gaza, referred to 
as ‘Al Hissar’ – the siege – by the Strip’s residents and international organizations alike, 
meant that operations at the main border crossing of Gaza were significantly reduced and, 
consequently, the movement of people was strictly limited.21 Gazans were also no longer 
allowed to use the Yasser Arafat International Airport, the only airport in the Strip,22 and so 
few could leave the area in search of a better life.  
 
 
Effects of the blockade on Gazans  
 
Besides of hindering the flow of people in and out of Gaza in 2007, Israel also imposed strict 
restrictions on local trade, such as an comprehensive ban on imports – only 18 basic goods 
were allowed to be brought to Gaza – and a complete one on exports.23 These restrictive 
policies, together with the above discussed practices limiting the movement of people, had an 
adverse effect on the already fragile Gazan economy and contributed to the rise of poverty 
and unemployment, as well as the deterioration of living conditions and the significant surge 
of food insecurity.24 This economic closure of Gaza practically destroyed the local economy 
as the Strip was left outside of the world market, which meant a loss of almost all the 
 
16 Shaban, “The Implications of Siege,” 71-72.  
17 Andrew Flibbert, “The Gaza War: Instrumental Civilian Suffering?” Middle East Policy XVII, no. 1 (2011): 
55. 
18 Bhungalia, “A Liminal Territory,” 47. 
19 Abeer Najjar, “Othering the Self: Palestinians Narrating the War on Gaza in the Social Media,” Journal of 
Middle East Media 6 (Fall 2010): 12. 
20 Manduca et al. 2014 
21 Sultan Barakat, Sansom Milton, and Ghassan Elkahlout, “Reconstruction under Siege: The Gaza Strip since 
2007,” Disasters (July 2019): 5. 
22 Flibbert, “The Gaza War,” 55. 
23 Ibid.  
24 Shaban, “The Implications of Siege,” 75. 
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revenues from trade that used to flow into Gaza.25 As for the underdeveloped and 
overburdened Gazan health care system that struggled to function even before the blockade, 
the Israeli-imposed constraints on the movement of people only worsened the situation. 
           
           Namely, the restrictions caused severe shortages of medicine and other supplies in 
Gazan clinics and hospitals, which significantly hindered the ability of the local doctors and 
nurses to provide their patients with high-quality health care.26 For those with long-term 
conditions, the inaccessibility of drugs meant that their treatments were frequently put on 
hold or even completely discontinued, which risked compromising their well-being.27 Many 
patients in need of specialty care wished to travel abroad to receive treatment unavailable in 
Gaza but, while the Israeli authorities occasionally let an acutely sick person cross the border 
to Egypt, many were not permitted to leave the Strip even on medical grounds.28 The 
previously mentioned strife between Hamas and Fatah and the neglection of the former in 
decision-making by Israel and international actors alike also further hindered the access of 
sick Gazans to the medical assistance needed.29 Finally, owing to the closure of Gaza that 
also meant the cessation of the flow of foreign funds into the region, the financial position of 
the health care facilities in the Strip weakened drastically.30 
 
 
Years of violence 
 
As the Palestinians living in Gaza have endured varying levels of Israeli violence for several 
decades,31 what they were subject to during OCL was not, by any means, a new experience. 
Namely, IDF aggression towards Palestinians has been occurring for decades and began long 
before the conflict between Israel and Hamas.32 As for Israeli violence against Gaza, in 
particular, some pre-war examples include, for instance, IDF’s use of helicopters to damage 
and destroy civilian institutions in Gaza in May and June 2004,33 something that was believed 
not to reoccur once Israel had completed its withdrawal from the Strip in the autumn of 2005. 
However, less than a fortnight after the evacuation of the last Jewish settlers and IDF troops 
from Gaza, multiple strikes of the Israeli Air Forces killed two people, injured dozens and 
damaged many family homes in the Strip.34 Thereafter, following the capture of an IDF 
soldier two years later in June 2006, the Strip once again became the target of several Israeli 
 
25 World Bank, Economic Monitoring Report to the Ad Hoc Liaison Committee (Washington D.C.: World Bank, 
2018). 
26 Ron J. Smith, “Healthcare under Siege: Geopolitics of Medical Service in the Gaza Strip,” Social Science & 
Medicine 146 (2015): 332-340. 
27 Martha Myers, “Negative Impact of Policy on Humanitarian Assistance in Gaza,” Middle East Policy XVI, 
no. 2 (2009): 119-120. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid., 120. 
30 Khalil Qato, “The Humanitarian Crisis in Gaza: A Look at the Health Infrastructure Before, During and 
Immediately after the December-January Attacks,” Quill & Scope 2, no. 1 (2009): 32. 
31 Abdel Aziz Thabet, and Panos Vostanis, “Impact of Political Violence and Trauma in Gaza on Children’s 
Mental Health and Types of Interventions: A Review of Research Evidence in a Historical Context,” 
International Journal of Peace and Development Studies 2, no. 8 (2011): 214. 
32 Tristan Dunning, and Imad Alsoos, “The Latest Violence in Gaza Is Nothing New,” accessed May 12, 2020, 
https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/latest-violence-gazanothing-new/ 
33 Flibbert, “The Gaza War.” 
34 “One Year after the ‘Disengagement’: Gaza Still Occupied and under Attack,” Al-Haq, accessed March 12, 
2020, http://www.alhaq.org/publications/8177.html.  
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assaults. 35 When it comes to the roots of these and other instances of Israeli violence against 
Gazans before the 2008-2009 conflict, the blockade that effectively isolated the Strip from 
the West Bank and the rest of Israel ‘allowed Gaza and its inhabitants to be seen as uniquely 
other and thereby especially targetable.’36 This made possible the constantly increasing levels 
of Israeli aggression against the Gazan population. To demonstrate the escalation of violence, 
statements of human rights organizations reveal that 522 Palestinian civilians were killed 
over the two-year period leading up to the launch of Operation Cast Lead37 in December 
2008, including nearly 200 children, as well as dozens of women and elderly.38 In early 
March 2008, for instance, some 120 Palestinians were killed during a 5-day Israeli military 
incursion, with around a half of them believed to be civilians.39  
 
 
Operation Cast Lead 
 
The conflict depicted in the two films chosen for the current paper – Operation Cast Lead – 
began on the morning of 27 December 2008 when several Israeli military aircraft and drones 
targeted dozens of locations all over Gaza.40 The conflict cost the lives of hundreds of people, 
but due to the varying statistics published by different sources, the exact number of Gazans 
killed during OCL remains uncertain. That said, the records of most of the credible, 
autonomous NGOs involved in the documentation of the conflict estimate the total count to 
be roughly 1,400 Palestinian casualties, with more than a thousand of them being civilians.41 
Some 5,000 people were also injured and many were left with long-term disabilities. In 
addition to causing the Gazan population immense physical suffering, the fighting destroyed 
or severely damaged over 60,000 residential buildings and targeted United Nations 
warehouses, healthcare facilities and educational institutes as well, including schools 
occupied by the newly homeless seeking shelter.42 The essential infrastructural systems of the 
Strip, such as those supplying its residents with water and electricity, were affected, too,43 
which left masses of people without adequate access to these essential resources. Finally, 
after three weeks of conflict, the Israeli military incursion came to an end as a unilateral 
ceasefire was announced on 18 January 2009. As for the outcome of OCL, it resulted in an 
Israeli victory, a complete political deadlock between the warring parties and many human 
rights investigations that scrutinized the (un)lawfulness of the military practices of the IDF 
during OCL, as well as examined the scale of the civilian suffering among the Gazans.44  
 
35 Flibbert, “The Gaza War.”   
36 Allen, “The Scales of Occupation,’ 262. 
37 Hereafter referred to as ‘OCL.’ 
38 Flibbert, “The Gaza War.” 
39 Haroon Siddique, “Israel Suspends Gaza Air Strikes,” accessed April 15, 2020, 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2008/mar/10/israelandthepalestinians. 
40 Omar Hawajri, “Natural Disasters and Complex Humanitarian Emergencies in the Occupied Palestinian 
Territories,” Emergency and Disaster Reports 3, no. 1 (2016): 24. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Alastair Ager, Courtney Blake, Lindsay Stark, and Tsufit Daniel, “Child Protection Assessment in 
Humanitarian Emergencies: Case Studies from Georgia, Gaza, Haiti and Yemen,” Child Abuse & Neglect 35 
(2011): 1048. 
43 Barakat, Milton, and Elkahlout, ”Reconstruction under Siege,” 7. 
44 David Kaposi, “A Proper Study of the Discourse on the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict? Methodological 
Implications of a Large-Scale Study of the First Gaza War,” British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 44, no. 3 
(2017): 391-407. 
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Media response to the conflict  
 
Days before the outbreak of OCL, international press was denied access into the Gaza Strip45 
and only granted permission to monitor the developments from beyond its boundaries. 
Unable to reach the battle ground itself, these journalists and videographers could not provide 
their audiences with what was referred to as the ‘whole truth’ or the ‘complete picture.’46 
Foreign press was to rely on Gazan reporters and correspondents working for Arab media, 
such as Al-Jazeera (both Arabic and International), the Saudi-based Al-Arabiya and the 
Lebanese LBC and Future, for coverage of OCL.47 Although there was a steady flow of 
images from these news outlets and individual activists, the broader context surrounding the 
photographs was lost to the international observers who, consequently, lacked factual 
information to disseminate to the outside world.48 Nevertheless, the conflict turned out to be 
one of the most extensively covered events in recent history worldwide49 and sparked heated 
debates on the subject across the globe.50 The Israeli military incursion into Gaza was, 
overall, strongly condemned by the international community that was appalled by the scale of 
death and destruction during the three weeks of fighting.51 Having been exposed to myriad 
gruesome and disturbing images of mutilated Palestinian bodies circulated in the media, 
citizens in several countries came together for demonstrations and other acts of solidarity to 
express their support for Gaza.52  
 
 
1.3 Humanitarianism in Film  
 
As the current paper will examine two films illustrating the situation in Gaza during and 
shortly after OCL and, more specifically, analyse to what extent these works frame it as a 
humanitarian issue, a few words on humanitarianism are in order. The broad notion of 
humanitarianism tends to stress the physical and emotional struggles of those affected by war, 
natural disaster or other such drastic event, with its more institutionalized form being based 
on the idea that some regions are inherently more prone to disasters than others and should, 
therefore, be treated as uniquely problematic cases.53 As modern-day humanitarianism is 
primarily concerned with the suffering of civilians, the term ‘humanitarian’ is mostly used to 
describe actions taken to alleviate the pain of those affected by conflict.54 Finally, while 
scholars have, over time, come up with a number of explicit definitions for humanitarianism, 
it can be said to simultaneously represent a number of things – a ‘structure of feeling, cluster 
 
45 Will Ward, “Social Media in the Gaza Conflict,” Arab Media & Society (January 2009): 2. 
46 David Campbell, “Constructed Visibility.”  
47 Najjar, “Othering the Self,” 8. 
48 Campbell, “Constructed Visibility.”  
49 Menahem Blondheim, and Limor Shifman, “What Officials Say, What Media Show, and What Publics Get: 
Gaza, January 2009,” The Communication Review 12, no. 3 (2009): 206. 
50 Tal Morse, The Mourning News: Reporting Violent Death in a Global Age (New York: Peter Lang, 2018), 
125. 
51 Najjar, “Othering the Self,” 8. 
52 Ibid.  
53 Peter Redfield and Erica Bornstein, “An Introduction to the Anthropology of Humanitarianism,” in Forces of 
Compassion: Humanitarianism between Ethics and Politics, eds. Erica Bornstein and Peter Redfield (Santa Fe: 
School of Advanced Research Press, 2010), 6.  
54 Calhoun, “The Imperative to Reduce Suffering,” 82. 
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of moral principles, basis for ethical claims and political strategies, call for action…’55 Since 
there is no one universally accepted definition for humanitarianism, then, it is not surprising 
that those practicing it have largely been unable to agree on the limits of their activities.56 
Indeed, while humanitarianism is generally associated with an aspiration to help those in 
need, there is no consensus regarding whether humanitarian practitioners ought to merely 
respond to the crisis at hand or to also pursue socioeconomic progress as a long-term 
objective beyond the satisfaction of the immediate needs of those affected by an emergency.57  
 
           Moving on to cinema as the medium of choice here, some of the key characteristics of 
humanitarian communication in filmmaking will be explained here. First of all, film can be 
considered a means of shedding light on the sudden and unexpected events occurring around 
the world that lead to violence, suffering and other problems that the spectator can promptly 
react to.58 Hence, as documentaries serve as transmitters of various ideas and ideologies 
among the public, they can also construct and recreate certain narratives, including 
humanitarian ones.59 As such films are meant to elicit immediate sympathetic responses from 
their viewers, they typically feature images of underprivileged subjects unable to overcome 
their difficulties without external assistance.60 Tascón argues that those depicted in this type 
of humanitarian cinema frequently become reduced to humanitarian subjects and, thereafter, 
further transformed into humanitarian objects, something she calls ‘humanitarian 
archetypes.’61 This development, the author suggests, primarily allows these figures to be 
portrayed as either oppressed victims or freedom fighters seeking to alter the status quo. 
Tascón further explains that the key functions of these two characters are, firstly, controlling 
the representation of the ‘other’ and simplifying it for the convenience of the viewer and, 
secondly, granting, strengthening and sustaining the power of the superior, privileged 
spectator over the subordinate humanitarian object.62  
 
 
Characters of humanitarian film  
 
According to Tascón, the victim figures in humanitarian films typically remain silent and, 
instead of being allowed to represent themselves or to assume a significant amount of screen 
time in the film, they are often spoken of through voice-overs or other such practices. Here, 
the existence of the suffering victims appears to be wholly defined by their misfortunes as the 
main topic and focus of the film, as well as the very reason for the existence of the work in 
the first place.63 The humanitarian subjects are frequently depicted as being immobilized by 
 
55 Redfield and Bornstein, “An Introduction to the Anthropology of Humanitarianism,” 17. 
56 Ilana Feldman, “The Humanitarian Circuit: Relief Work, Development Assistance, and CARE in Gaza, 1955-
1967,” in Forces of Compassion: Ethics and Politics of Global Humanitarianism, eds. Peter Redfield and Erica 
Bornstein (Santa Fe: School for Advanced Research Press, 2010), 203. 
57 Ibid.  
58 Sonia Tascón, “’The Humanitarian Gaze’, Human Rights Films and Glocalised Social Work,” in Social Work 
in a Glocalised World, eds. Mona Livholts and Lia Bryant (Abingdon: Routledge, 2017), 73.   
59 Pooja Rangan, Brett Story, and Paige Sarlin, “Humanitarian Ethics and Documentary Politics,” Camera 
Obscura 98, no. 2 (2018): 205. 
60 Tascón, “The Humanitarian Gaze,” 75. 
61 Ibid. 
62 Ibid., 76. 
63 Ibid. 
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their harsh circumstances and lacking the means of improving them or, simply, as mere 
components of the strife equally unable to influence their surroundings.64 The freedom 
fighters, on the other hand, seem to be allowed a certain degree of self-representation, 
although they, too, remain tied to the conflict that is the raison d’etre of their struggle against 
injustice and oppression. In other words, even the seemingly more powerful figures of 
resistance cannot escape the prevailing humanitarian framework as they must portray their 
plight in a certain way in order to produce a favorable reaction in the spectator.65  
 
          By presenting these characters in particular ways, filmmakers, either unintentionally or 
on purpose, place certain value on them. Rangan suggests that the depictions of humanitarian 
subjects and other characters brought forward by documentary films, in particular, influence 
our judgment regarding what kind of lives ought to be protected from physical and 
psychological suffering alike.66 For those deemed worth sparing that have been dehumanized 
in the public discourse, documentaries can offer a means of asserting their humanity in the 
eyes of the spectators.67 Hence, documentary cinema is widely thought to benefit the 
disenfranchised and to serve their interests by ‘giving a voice to the voiceless,’ Rangan 
further argues.68 In addition to this medium that allows the marginalized to have their voices 
heard, what empowers them is being featured in a film despite of their rather passive role in 
the conflict, something that is expected to gain their cause new sympathizers to support them 
in their struggle.69 Finally, as documentary films are commonly believed to provide their 
viewers with a more realistic depiction of the world than that offered by fictional cinema,70 it 
is not unreasonable to expect the viewers of documentaries to display more intense emotions 
as a response to the stories they share.71 Therefore, many regard documentary film as a 
suitable platform for raising awareness and promoting humanitarian ideas.  
 
 
Emergency Imaginary  
 
Lastly, Rangan asserts that one of the key characteristics of humanitarian cinema today is its 
reliance on the so called ‘emergency thinking,’ a phenomenon she describes as a ‘particularly 
modern ethical imaginary that has arisen in response to human suffering caused by escalating 
incidence of catastrophe, war, conflict and state violence.’72 She adds that, since the notion of 
an emergency contains a perception of an imminent threat compromising the well-being of 
people, the present danger justifies the use of the idea of immediacy.73 Calhoun echoes 
Rangan by stating that in the media, dramatic representations of suffering are communicated 
 
64 Ibid. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Rangan, Story, and Sarlin, “Humanitarian Ethics and Documentary Politics,” 199.  
67 Pooja Rangan, Immediations: The Humanitarian Impulse in Documentary (Durham and London: Duke 
University Press, 2017, Kindle): loc 188. 
68 Ibid., loc 170.  
69 Heather L. LaMarre and Kristen D. Landreville, “When Is Fiction as Good as Fact? Comparing the Influence 
of Documentary and Historical Reenactment Films on Engagement, Affect, Issue Interest, and Learning,” Mass 
Communication and Society 12, no. 4 (2009): 551. 
70 Louise Pouliot and Paul S. Cowen, “Does Perceived Realism Really Matter in Media Effects?” Media 
Psychology 9 (2007): 241–259. 
71 LaMarre and Landreville, “When Is Fiction as Good as Fact?” 541. 
72 Rangan, Story, and Sarlin, “Humanitarian Ethics and Documentary Politics,” 199. 
73 Rangan, Immediations, loc 242. 
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to the audience in a way that contributes to the prevalence of the so called ‘emergency 
imaginary’ in the public discourse.74 This imaginary views the world as a place plagued by 
frequently occurring and unexpected crisis situations that those witnessing them regard as 
part of normal life.75  
 
 
1.4 Politics in Film   
 
As for the link between cinema and politics – that has been written about in much greater 
extent and by a larger number of scholars than humanitarian communication in film, Carter 
and Dodds maintain that since films are primarily regarded as entertainment, their political 
relevance is mostly overlooked.76 In a similar vein, Ricker Schulte suggests that academics in 
the fields of both political science and communications tend to view textual and discursive 
analysis as a field completely separate from other scholarship and, hence, unworthy of 
thorough analysis.77 She adds that political scientists and academics specialized in 
communications alike seldom pay attention to research puzzles encompassing both cinema 
and politics because, as an interdisciplinary field of inquiry, works incorporating both politics 
and film do not neatly fit either specialization.78  
 
          Despite of the prevalence of this perception among the academy, however, films are 
used by a range of actors to comment on various political events and phenomena, as well as 
to actively shape them. Giroux, for instance, argues that movies can inspire individuals to 
reconsider their pre-existing political views and assumptions and, consequently, to grow 
more open for alternative modes of thought.79 Films can also serve as an indicator of public 
opinion on a wide range of social, economic and political matters, in addition to which those 
in power routinely take advantage of cinematic means of communication in order to create 
and preserve certain narratives of important events and phenomena among their 
constituents.80 Accordingly, Wayne argues that it is plausible that, regardless of their 
reputation as entertainment, all films are political to some extent.81  
 
          When it comes to documentary film as the genre of choice in the current paper, Madsen 
asserts that documentaries, in particular, make for a useful tool in the pursuit of political 
interests.82 This is because their main purpose is to inform and educate the public on a variety 
of societal issues and to encourage those with similar interests and goals to join together to 
 
74 Calhoun, “The Imperative to Reduce Suffering.” 
75 Ibid. 
76 Sean Carter and Klaus Dodds, International Politics and Film: Space, Vision, Power (New York, NY: 
Columbia University Press, 2014), 8. 
77 Stephanie Ricker Schulte, “The Political Power of Film: Traffic's Impact on Drug Policy Debates,” Southern 
Communication Journal 77, no. 1 (2012): 46. 
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79 Henry Giroux, Breaking in to the Movies: Film and the Culture of Politics (Malden, MA: Blackwell 
Publishers, 2002), 13. 
80 Stefan Engert and Alexander Spencer, “International Relations at the Movies: Teaching and Learning about 
International Politics through Film,” Perspectives, 17, no. 1 (2009): 83-104. 
81 Mike Wayne, Political Film: The Dialectics of Third Cinema (London: Pluto Press, 2001), 1. 
82 Roy P. Madsen, The Impact of Film: How Ideas Are Communicated through Cinema and Television (New 
York, NY: Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc., 1973), 318. 
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take action.83 Similarly, Nisbet and Aufderheide maintain that documentary films seek to 
stimulate conversation and to influence the views of spectators regarding important issues 
and to bring together like-minded individuals to address them.84 It can, therefore, be 
concluded that while documentary cinema can inform the public on different issues and, in so 
doing, provide their viewers with an opportunity to better understand the reality around them 
and to reflect on their pre-existing perceptions of the forces that shape it, film also plays a 
role in the construction of this reality as we know it. Being involved in the construction of our 
world, then, documentary has the power to ‘influence beliefs, actions, events and politics,’ 
Balsom and Peleg conclude.85  
 
          It should be noted, however, that documentary film is widely – even among those 
researching the subject – understood to be inherently different from fiction, which a number 
of academics find problematic. This is because believing that documentaries are, due to their 
assumed truth quality, something completely distinct from other genres of cinema makes 
scholars fail to pay attention to the dilemmas related to the viewing of non-fiction films.86 
The key issue here is that, although documentaries are thought to offer their audiences actual, 
historically accurate depictions of the world around us, the ‘truths’ presented in them are still 
heavily influenced by filmmakers and other actors involved in the production process of a 
film.87 Rabinowitz agrees with this statement by Bjondeberg and maintains that, in an attempt 
to convince the spectators of the validity of the message it wishes to deliver, documentary 
cinema routinely presents one-sided narratives of different events and phenomena.88  
 
          According to van Munster and Sylvest, as myriad decisions are made during the 
production process of a documentary film to frame the message conveyed by the work in a 
particular way, it is reasonable to believe documentaries to be intentionally manipulated to 
serve the interests of their creators.89 This can be achieved in many ways, including, for 
instance, the use of a variety of film-editing techniques.90 Since the employment of such 
methods of shaping the on-screen reality is not necessarily clearly visible to the audience,91 
even the most conscious and knowledgeable viewers of a documentary can be persuaded to 
accept the more or less subjective accounts presented in the film as factual, unbiased 
information. Therefore, Balsom and Peleg argue that documentary cinema ought to be viewed 
not as an objective representation of the world as it is but, rather, as an instrument that helps 
 
83 Ibid. 
84 Matthew C. Nisbet, and Patricia Aufderheide, “Documentary Film: Towards a Research Agenda on Forms, 
Functions, and Impacts,” Mass Communication and Society 12 (2009): 450. 
85 Erika Balsom, and Hila Peleg, “Introduction: The Documentary Attitude,” in Documentary across 
Disciplines, ed. Erika Balsom, and Hila Peleg (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2016), 13.   
86 Rens van Munster, and Casper Sylvest, “Documenting International Relations: Documentary Film and the 
Creative Arrangement of Perceptibility,” International Studies Perspectives 16 (2015): 232. 
87 Ib Bondebjerg, “Documentary and Cognitive Theory: Narrative, Emotion and Memory,” Media and 
Communication, 2, no. 1 (2014): 14. 
88 Paula Rabinowitz, They Must Be Represented: The Politics of Documentary (London: Verso, 1994), 7. 
89 van Munster and Sylvest, “Documenting International Relations,” 232. 
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Practice 5, no. 1 (2004): 29. 
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us deal with the reality by ‘working with and through images and narratives.’92  
 
          Hence, we can conclude that the function of film – and especially that of 
documentaries – in politics is, firstly, to provide viewers with information on urgent societal 
concerns and to shape their understanding of them and, secondly, to help people with similar 
interests to network. In pursuit of these objectives, filmmakers make plenty of decisions in 
order to frame the events and phenomena they seek to depict in a certain way, as well as 
sometimes intentionally alter the reality presented by their works and manipulate facts to 
convince the spectators of the validity of the message communicated by their work.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
92 Balsom and Peleg, “Introduction: The Documentary Attitude,” 13. 
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2. Methods and Methodology 
 
Before moving on to the analysis of Children of Gaza and Tears of Gaza, the following 
paragraphs will present the theoretical framework utilized in the paper and the more specific 
methods employed in order to carry out the research. The reasons behind the choice of the 
particular topic of study will be also explained, followed by a few words on the selection of 
both documentary films, in general, and the two works examined here, in particular, as the 
primary sources of this research. Finally, the possible limitations of the current study will be 
considered. 
 
 
2.1 Theoretical Framework  
 
When it comes to the theoretical framework of this study, the paper makes use of framing 
theory. Gitlin describes media frames as ‘persistent patterns of cognition, interpretation, and 
presentation, of selection, emphasis, and exclusion, by which symbol-handlers routinely 
organise discourse, whether verbal or visual.’93 Entman, too, stresses the making of choices 
as an essential aspect of framing by suggesting that framing basically means the selection of 
some elements of the reality to be included and illustrated in cinema or other such means of 
communication, while others are consciously left out.94 While both of these accounts bring 
forward the idea of framing as a matter of inclusion versus exclusion and emphasis versus de-
emphasis, Entman goes a step further by suggesting that frames can also be utilized to 
identify the underlying causes of different events and phenomena, as well as to offer 
suggestions regarding possible means of addressing them. Namely, he argues that in framing, 
certain elements of reality are carefully picked out in order to ‘make them more salient in a 
communicating text in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal 
interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation.’95  
 
          While the most notable scholarly accounts on the practice of framing still tend to focus 
on verbal means of communication,96 researchers are increasingly acknowledging the 
significance of the visual as an integral part of the method. Messaris and Abraham, for 
example, maintain that images play an essential role in framing studies since visual materials 
support and sustain audiences’ existing beliefs and perceptions regarding others also when 
verbal ones do not.97 Geise and Baden, on the other hand, emphasize the close cooperation of 
both the visual and verbal practices of communication that each come with different 
possibilities and constraints. They explain that the two modes often complement one another, 
such as when pictures and images influence the affective power of a newspaper article on a 
 
93 Todd Gitlin, The Whole World Is Watching: Mass Media in the Making and Unmaking of the New Left 
(Berkeley: University of California, 1980), 7. 
94 Robert M. Entman, “Toward Clarification of a Fractured Paradigm,” Journal of Communication 43, no. 4 
(1993): 52. 
95 Ibid.  
96 Renée Moernaut, Jelle Mast and Luc Pauwels, “Visual and Multimodal Framing Analysis,” in The SAGE 
Handbook of Visual Research Methods, ed. Luc Pauwels and Dawn Mannay, 484-499. (London: SAGE 
Publications, Inc., 2020), 485. 
97 Messaris and Abraham, “The Role of Images in Framing News Stories.” 
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tragic event.98 Operating together as an integrated whole, then, the verbal and the visual 
convey messages that, in their depth and complexity, reach well beyond what either of them 
is capable of accomplishing alone.99 Moernaut, Mast and Pauwels go a step further in arguing 
that it is simply impossible to gain a sufficient understanding of modern-day communication 
without a careful consideration of both its verbal and visual dimensions.100  
 
          As the present paper aims for an analysis of both verbal and the visual means of 
framing in film, the type of communication considered here is essentially multimodal. More 
specifically, van Gorp maintains that frames are understood as ‘frame packages’101 that 
consist of different components, such as a ‘central organizing idea’ and ‘framing devices.’102 
The central organizing idea – often an over-arching narrative – makes a news article or other 
such multimodal source  comprehensible and logical in the eyes of the public, as well as 
defines the general context within which individuals are expected to process the information 
delivered to them by the media. Consequently, this grand narrative leaves audiences with 
little room to interpret the material – the facts are there and they are meant to be understood 
in a certain, predetermined way.103 Framing devices, on the other hand, refer to any tools that 
allow a specific frame of a humanitarian emergency or other such event to be presented to the 
public in a clear, readily comprehensible form.104  
 
 
2.2 Methods 
 
As for the more specific research method applied to the current study in its attempt to 
examine the framing of the Gazan predicament in Children of Gaza and Tears of Gaza and 
the devices utilized in the process, the model of Moernaut, Mast and Pauwels105 is employed. 
The authors also present a pair of columns – one for verbal modes of communication, the 
other for visuals – that are used here, too, as this enables us to pay attention to the  
characteristics of each modality, as well as to examine how they complement each other.106 
While the model of Moernaut et al. includes as many as eight different framing and salience 
enhancing devices, this study will only incorporate five of them due to its length. These are 1) 
(in)animate participants and attributes, 2) positionality, 3) context, 4) rhetorical figures and 5) 
narration.  
 
 
98 Stephanie Geise and Christian Baden, “Putting the Image back into the Frame: Modeling the Linkage between 
Visual Communication and Frame-processing Theory,” Communication Theory 25 (2015): 46–69. 
99 Renita Coleman, “Framing the Pictures in Our Heads: Exploring the Framing and Agenda-setting Effects of 
Visual Images,” in Doing News Framing Analysis: Empirical and Theoretical Perspectives, ed. Paul D'Angelo 
and Jim A. Kuypers (New York: Routledge, 2010), 233-261. 
100 Moernaut, Mast and Pauwels, “Visual and Multimodal Framing Analysis,” 485. 
101 William A. Gamson and Andre Modigliani, “Media Discourse and Public Opinion on Nuclear Power: A 
Constructionist Approach,” American Journal of Sociology 95, no.1 (1989): 1–37. 
102 Baldwin van Gorp, Framing Asiel: Indringers en Slachtoffers in de Pers (Leuven: Acco, 2006). 
103 Ibid.  
104 Zhongdan Pan and Gerald M. Kosicki, “Framing Analysis: An Approach to News Discourse,” Political 
Communication 10 (1993): 59. 
105 Moernaut, Mast and Pauwels, “Visual and Multimodal Framing Analysis.”  
106 Katharina Lobinger and Stephanie Geise, ““Does the Frame Remain the Same?” Visual Framing und 
Multimodalität als theoretische und methodische Herausforderung der visuellen Kommunikationsforschung,” in 
Visual Framing: Perspektiven und Herausforderungen der Visuellen Kommunikationsforschung, eds. Stephanie 
Geise and Katharina Lobinger, 332-357 (Cologne: Herbert von Halem Verlag, 2013). 
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          The first category – (in)animate participants and attributes – has to do with the 
selection of particular individuals and objects present in a news article or other such medium 
and, on the other hand, the de-emphasizing or outright exclusion of others. Here, one needs to 
look at the different characteristics of the chosen human subjects, as well as to analyse the 
various decisions made regarding their appearance and body language.107 These factors will 
then influence the formation of specific impressions and connotations in the minds of the 
public. Moernaut et al. give an example of how friendly-looking people tend to attract 
positive attention, while a person who comes across as threatening or even dangerous is seen 
in a completely different light and dealt with accordingly.108 These choices can also 
contribute to the personalization of human subjects or, on the other hand, portray them as 
remote masses that audiences cannot easily identify with.109  
 
          The second category focuses on positionality that has to do with the relationship among 
the individuals both within and beyond a particular frame.110 In the verbal sphere, certain 
personal pronouns, such as ‘we’ and ‘they’, can be used to establish a link between those 
portrayed in a photograph, film or other such medium and the ‘other’ or, on the contrary, to 
emphasize their distant relations. The nature of the relationship between participants can also 
be visually illustrated by altering the distance between them, for example.111 Further, when a 
participant personally refers to a reader of a news article or a spectator of a film as ‘you’, the 
message becomes more impactful as a direct ‘you’ can get the receiver to listen to it more 
attentively than an impersonal pronoun referring to the public in general. A first person 
approach also makes us examine the reality from the perspective of someone else, something 
that can be an eye-opening experience.112 When considering the visual, then, placing a 
participant at an eye-level relative to the viewer produces a similar sense of greater personal 
investment in the issue at hand.113  
 
          The third category, context, has to do with the physical location of the depicted event 
or phenomenon, the relevant time period and the causal relations114 that are related to the 
above discussed categories of framing devices. A photographer can, for example, determine 
the scope of background information that he or she presents to the public to contextualize the 
message conveyed by images. Besides of enabling viewers to understand the broader picture 
behind a certain event or phenomenon, there is also the option of focusing on a single part of 
the story and, in so doing, removing the message from its context.115 The presence or absence 
of context also affects the way we see the human subjects of photos and films – the former 
tends to make them more relatable to the public, while the latter often results in a 
disconnection between viewers and the participants that they regard as remote figures 
difficult to identify with.116 
 
107 Moernaut, Mast and Pauwels, “Visual and Multimodal Framing Analysis.”  
108 Ibid.   
109 Theo van Leeuwen, Discourse and Practice: New Tools for Critical Discourse Analysis (New York and 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008). 
110 Moernaut, Mast and Pauwels, “Visual and Multimodal Framing Analysis.” 
111 Ibid.  
112 Ibid.  
113 Ibid.  
114 See Michael Halliday, An Introduction to Functional Grammar (London: Arnold, 2000). 
115 Moernaut, Mast and Pauwels, “Visual and Multimodal Framing Analysis,” 494. 
116 Ibid. 
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          Fourthly, rhetorical figures are an essential component of the practice of framing. 
Namely, they deepen the message of a frame in a symbolic way that does not require words 
and promote specific ideas, while undermining those not serving the interests of a journalist, 
film maker or other actor. These tools can, therefore, enhance the salience of a frame as a 
whole or underline the importance of particular elements that are part of it.117 Gamson and 
Stuart list a range of different rhetorical figures, such as metaphors, metonyms and ellipsis. 
Others include, for instance, hyperbole (extreme exaggeration), juxtaposition and numeric 
data, such as diagrams and statistical information.”118  
 
          When examining narration as the fifth category, a researcher takes a look at the 
individuals narrating the story shared by them, their manner of doing it and the degree to 
which their accounts seem legitimate in the eyes of the public.119 In the visual realm, a 
videographer may choose to film long shots with a view far into the distance in an effort to 
create an impression of objective, unbiased footage.120 Wozniak et al. suggest that we 
typically listen attentively to regular people we can relate to and, on the other hand, to 
acknowledged professionals whose opinions are held in high regard. Furthermore, the authors 
argue that “the aesthetic, affective or dramatic/graphic quality of verbal texts and/or pictures 
may add salience (valence)”, which is also true of unanticipated material. A graphic image of 
a war casualty, for instance, is more likely to catch the viewer’s eye than a plain news article 
without an accompanying visual element.121 
 
 
2.3 Selection of the Research Topic and Sources 
           
As for the focal event addressed in this paper, OCL was selected because the conflict is 
widely regarded as a decisive moment in the reshaping of the views of the global public on 
the state of Israel, as well as an event that drove increasing numbers of people within the 
international community to become more involved in the Israeli-Palestinian struggle in one 
way or another.122 As the directors of Children of Gaza and Tears of Gaza are both 
Westerners and so likely to put their works into circulation in their home countries, it will be 
interesting to discover how the Gazan predicament would be presented to distant viewers 
across the globe. Since the ways in which conflicts and other events are framed in film, as 
well as other forms of visual culture, can influence the perceptions of these foreign audiences 
regarding different events. Furthermore, the events of December 2008 and January 2009 led 
to a significant increase in outsider interest in the humanitarian situation in Gaza, which 
makes OCL an ideal subject for a study addressing the question of whether the Gaza issue is 
framed as a humanitarian problem in cinema or not. 
 
 
117 Ibid.  
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119 Moernaut, Mast and Pauwels, “Visual and Multimodal Framing Analysis.”  
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121 Antal Wozniak, Julia Lück and Hartmut Wessler, “Frames, Stories, and Images: The Advantages of a 
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Communication 9 (2015): 469-90. 
122 Mohammedwesam Amer, “Critical Discourse Analysis of War Reporting in the International Press: The Case 
of the Gaza War of 2008-2009,” Palgrave Communications 3, no. 13 (2017): 2.  
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          Out of the other forms of media that could have been analysed as well, film was chosen 
on the grounds of, first of all, the above discussed ability of cinema to draw public attention 
to a variety of important socio-political issues, to shape people’s views of them and to 
mobilize like-minded individuals with similar interests and concerns for action. Secondly, 
visual material is an essential source of information in framing research123 which makes 
cinema a good focal point here. Thirdly, the scope of pre-existing academic literature on 
Palestinian films124 remains limited as only a couple of journal articles and two books 
discussing the topic in depth have been published thus far.125 Lastly, the two documentaries 
illustrating the Gazan predicament during and shortly after OCL – Children of Gaza and 
Tears of Gaza – were chosen over other films on the same topic because they are foreign-
produced and long enough to provide a sufficient amount of material for a study of this 
length.  
 
 
2.4 Limitations of the Study  
 
As for the limitations of this study, it relies on framing theory as its theoretical base and is, 
consequently, a relatively subjective piece of work. This is to say that my interpretation of the 
content of Children of Gaza and Tears of Gaza is largely shaped by my previously acquired 
understanding of the Gaza issue and the societal role of documentary cinema alike and is, 
therefore, not necessarily equal to that of others viewing the films. Secondly, as my 
extremely limited command of the Arabic language forced me to rely on English subtitles, 
some parts of the verbal accounts describing the experiences of Gazans during OCL may 
have a slightly different meaning than what was originally meant.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
123 Paul Messaris and Linus Abraham, “The Role of Images in Framing News Stories,” in Framing Public Life, 
ed. Stephen Reese et al. (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum, 2001), 215-226. 
124 Palestinian films can be understood as both Palestinian-made and those about Palestine 
125 Terri Ginsberg, Visualizing the Palestinian Struggle: Towards a Critical Analytic of Palestine Solidarity 
Film (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 2. 
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3. Suffering of the Innocent  
 
When analysing the contents of a documentary, it is, first of all, essential to examine the 
filmmaker’s choice of the human subjects present in the work and to look at the ways in 
which they are presented to the public. As noted in the methods section above, one needs to 
identify the different attributes assigned to the individuals appearing on the screen, a task that 
includes an inquiry into how the participants are spoken of and portrayed.126 In so doing, the 
following paragraphs assess the extent to which the Gazan residents featured in the selected 
films – Children of Gaza127 and Tears of Gaza128 – are framed as humanitarian subjects and 
discuss how such a representation is achieved.   
 
 
3.1 Statistics as a Rhetorical Figure   
 
To begin with ToG, the film makes use of statistics to reveal the scale of physical suffering 
experienced by civilians in Gaza – as mentioned previously, numbers can be used as a verbal 
rhetorical tool that strengthens the message conveyed by a frame.129 The severe impact of the 
conflict on Palestinian lives becomes evident during the first minutes of the film as the high 
death toll of the Israeli invasion of Gaza is displayed for the audience to take in. “1387 were 
killed. 773 unarmed,” the screen reads against a plain, dark background that draws all the 
attention to the grim statistics presented to the spectator. Here, like so often in humanitarian 
communication, the suffering of those regarded as blameless and, therefore, ideal victims, is 
emphasized by the narrator who separately states the death toll of unarmed Palestinians after 
first presenting the total amount of casualties. They are thus assigned the attribute of 
innocence that will generate certain associations and connotations in the minds of the public 
and, given the emphasis on the innocence of Gazan civilians, justify aid to them.  
 
          In addition, the hardships of those groups of people most often seen as innocent and so 
worthy of our empathy – women and children – are further stressed in “mostly women and 
children, 257 under 16 years old” and by highlighting the casualties among minors. The 
adversities of these groups are re-emphasized when the spectator learns that over 2,500 
women and children are in need of long-term medical care due to the injuries they sustained 
during the conflict. Here, the attention of the viewers is clearly drawn to the struggle and 
Gazan children and women during and after OCL. This is hardly surprising as, in order to 
draw public attention to the suffering of the supposedly most vulnerable, promoting these 
groups’ interests has become a major element of modern-day humanitarian work, something 
that has become visible in the media as well. With emphasis on the struggle of women and, in 
particular, children, the first minutes of ToG set the tone for the rest the film. 
 
 
 
 
 
126 Moernaut, Mast and Pauwels, “Visual and Multimodal Framing Analysis.”  
127 Hereafter referred to as CoG. 
128 Hereafter referred to as ToG. 
129 Gamson and Stuart, “Media Discourse as a Symbolic Contest,” 55–86. 
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3.2 Verbal Accounts of the Suffering Innocent  
           
While the other film, CoG, does not include numerical data on the civilian deaths of OCL, it 
emphasizes the blamelessness of those featured in it in a different way. The 12-year-old 
Omsyatte talks about the killing of her younger brother Ibrahim, describing him as “just an 
innocent 9-year-old child.” She goes on to ask: “what has he done? He wasn’t carrying a 
weapon, why did they shoot him?” To complement Omsyatte’s words, a poster portraying her 
late brother is shown to the audience as a visual framing device that makes the verbal account 
more affective. As Moernaut et al. point out in the discussion on positionality, people 
generally view friendly-looking individuals in a positive light130 and, therefore, the sight of 
Ibrahim’s smiling face contributes to his image as an innocent child. Similarly, in CoG, 
Mahmoud cannot comprehend why Israel treats Gazans in such an unjust way. The boy’s 
confusion is shown halfway through the film when someone asks him whether he knows why 
the Israelis imposed a blockade on Gaza a few years before. “No, I don’t understand why. 
Did we hurt them?” Mahmoud responds with a puzzled expression on his face. As 
highlighting the innocence of the victims of atrocities is a common characteristic of 
humanitarian filmmaking as being convinced of the blamelessness of those appearing on the 
screen is known to be a prerequisite for an outside viewer to be emotionally touched,131 these 
scenes clearly conform to the prevailing humanitarian framework.  
 
          To continue with verbal accounts of the suffering of Gazans in ToG and CoG, the films 
mostly address their physical and mental issues – the two most emphasized factors in the 
contemporary humanitarian framework.132 In CoG, the spectator learns that the 9-year-old 
Amal, one of the main protagonists of the film, suffers from psychological trauma after her 
experiences during OCL. This becomes evident in a scene that features the girl’s teacher and 
uncle talking about her condition and serves as a concrete example for the previously 
introduced category of narration. The teacher talks about Amal’s reluctance to interact with 
her classmates and to participate in joint activities organized by the school and, applying the 
thesis of Wozniak et al., the spectators of CoG are likely to regard her concern as a legitimate 
one due to her status as an expert in the field of education. This is because we usually listen 
more attentively to professionals and ‘people like us’ than to those more difficult to trust or to 
relate to.133 Amal’s uncle says it will be impossible to clear her mind of all the horrors she 
witnessed during a conflict and wonders how a child of her age can handle it. He falls under 
the category of ‘people like us’134 – a caring relative worried about the well-being of a loved 
one – that many viewers can relate to. Having these individuals narrate part of Amal’s story 
on her behalf can, therefore, legitimize the humanitarian concern arising from the girl’s post-
conflict trauma.  
 
          Finally, the teacher talks to the camera and explains that all her students, deeply 
affected by the conflict, now view the world from the perspective of war and can no longer be 
convinced of the peaceful motives of some Israelis. She continues to explain that Amal, just 
 
130 Moernaut, Mast and Pauwels, “Visual and Multimodal Framing Analysis.” 
131 Birgitta Höijer, “The Discourse of Global Compassion: The Audience and Media Reporting of Human 
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132 Redfield and Bornstein, “An Introduction to the Anthropology of Humanitarianism,” 6. 
133 Moernaut, Mast and Pauwels, “Visual and Multimodal Framing Analysis.”  
134 Wozniak, Lück and Wessler, “Frames, Stories, and Images,” 469-490. 
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like her peers, is too traumatized to believe in an eventual reconciliation and, then, directly 
addresses the viewers in “could you convince Amal?” Here, the teacher speaks to the public in 
a personal, impactful manner that engages the audience, something that is more difficult to 
achieve without directly addressing the viewers.135 Similarly, the seemingly distressed father 
of Ribhye, a 10-year-old leukemia patient filmed bedridden in his home, asks the spectator 
what he or she would do if their child was gravely ill and there was nothing that could be 
done to help the patient. Beside the use of positionality and a particular type of address as 
framing devices, the scene with Ribhye’s concerned parents also displays a common 
characteristic of a typical humanitarian subject as suggested by Tascón. Namely, Tascón 
maintains that these individuals are often portrayed as helpless and unable to act to improve 
their situation,136 a description that seems to fit Ribhye’s father. This impression is reinforced 
when the man asks “where are the human rights organizations?” Thinking he cannot save his 
son on his own, there is a call for action – one of the forms of humanitarianism according to 
Redfield and Bornstein.137 
 
           Finally, CoG includes a witness account describing Israeli violence as Omsyatte 
recounts how her previously introduced brother Ibrahim was killed by IDF soldiers that 
stormed her home during OCL. She describes how the boy was first shot in the waist through 
a small hole in the wall, how his intestines began to come out of the wound and how he then 
got hit in the eye as well, something that made his body jolt in a way that made it clear to 
everyone present that he was dead. Here, the first relevant category of framing devices is that 
of positionality. As using first-person perspective makes a frame more affective,138 Omsyatte 
having herself witnessed the tragic event and then sharing what she saw in a graphic way is 
likely to have an impact on the audience. Although Omsyatte does not emphasize her own 
innocence, nor does she fall into the category of those regarded as the most vulnerable and 
thus worthy of the empathy of the spectators – babies and toddlers, the scene is still powerful. 
Namely, what makes the spectator feel empathy for an older child or teenager suffering is the 
realization that the child is old enough to acknowledge that the memory of the past painful 
experiences will forever follow him or her.139 The frame is also made emotionally engaging 
by the close-ups of Omsyatte’s face that make the spectators likely to sympathize with her140 
– a visual choice under the first category of framing devices that was made regarding her as a 
participant in order to affect the viewers in a certain way.  
 
 
3.2 Graphic Visuals and Documentary Evidence  
 
While the above described verbal accounts of the suffering of the innocent during and after 
OCL are also capable of eliciting empathetic responses from the viewers, images can show us 
death and injury and so make a stronger impact on the spectator. This is to say that, although 
 
135 Moernaut, Mast and Pauwels, “Visual and Multimodal Framing Analysis.”  
136 Tascón, “’The Humanitarian Gaze,’ 64. 
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140 Nashat A. Aqtash, Anna Seif, and Ahmed Seif, “Media Coverage of Palestinian Children and the Intifada,” 
Gazette: The International Journal for Communications Studies 66, no. 5 (2004): 383-409. 
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non-visual descriptions of human suffering are sometimes appalling to their audiences as 
well, it is the sight of blood and carnage that truly makes the audience feel something.141 To 
begin with a less gruesome yet powerful scene in CoG, Mahmoud shares with the spectators 
how an Israeli soldier shot his father dead at the front door of his family home. While the 
first-person perspective of Mahmoud already increases the legitimacy of his account, it is 
what happens next that is more likely to have an impact on the audience. Namely, providing 
the audience with some visual evidence of the incident, the camera zooms in on the ground 
where the boy points at a dark stain in the sand. “My father’s blood,” Mahmoud states. 
Although there is no footage of the event itself, this makes the boy’s account more believable 
in eyes of audience. This is because documentary images are generally viewed as truthful and 
reliable representations of the world around us and audiences are unlikely to question 
something they ‘see it with their own eyes.’142 CoG also includes footage of Amal visiting 
her doctor who presents x-rays of her brain – documentary evidence – with small bits of 
metal clearly visible in the images and, like in a previously mentioned scene featuring Amal’s 
teacher, having a professional explain the situation enhances the salience of the frame.  
 
          Unlike CoG that barely contains any original material of the events of December 2008 
and January 2009 themselves and, rather, relies on witness testimonies filmed afterwards to 
make a point, ToG shows its audience a large amount of authentic footage of dead bodies and 
injured Gazan civilians filmed in the midst of the conflict. Here, the spectators have an 
opportunity to follow the developments of OCL as they take place, which makes the footage 
more affective and emotionally engaging for them.143 One such scene shows masses of 
people observing a frantic search for victims in the rubble of a collapsed building. “Young… 
Oh my God, they are young!” a man yells, underlining the attribute of youth and so placing a 
certain value on the victims. As a visual proof of what he has discovered, he lifts up a lifeless 
body of a minor, a sight that is followed by that of an even smaller dead child with a 
blackened face being carried away from crowds. The scene reaches its climax as a number of 
men climb up to the second floor of a severely damaged building to search for more victims. 
They find a casualty and lift it up for both the awaiting crowd to see and as a piece of 
documentary evidence for the viewers of the film, so accompanying the above remark on the 
age of the dead with a supporting visual. This scene is narrated using graphic visuals that, on 
their part, make the humanitarian frame of the suffering of the young more impactful.   
 
          Later on in the documentary, the videographer of ToG takes the viewer from the ruins 
of collapsed buildings to a local hospital where the injured are taken for treatment. During a 
long series of footage from the facility after an Israeli strike, the spectators can see numerous 
wounded children, such as a boy whose body appears to be severely burned, a toddler with 
his injured head wrapped up in a cloth and a small, lifeless-looking baby attached to tubes 
being treated by a group of doctors. These children, despite appearing severely hurt, are well 
recognizable, which is desirable in humanitarian communication as distant viewers are 
unlikely to sympathize with unrecognizable bodies.144 In an attempt to elicit empathy in their 
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audiences, then, films and other carriers of humanitarian messages tend to refrain from 
showing the public excessively appalling pictures of casualties.145 This is also true of another 
affective scene towards the end of the documentary that shows bodies of deceased Gazans put 
in body bags and moved to the morgue to wait for burial. The camera moves to three dead 
children, probably under five years old, some of whom still have their eyes open and seem to 
stare into space. A man points at two bullet holes in the chest of a little boy and then opens up 
the shirt of another child to reveal a hole there as well. Here, as well as in the previously 
described scene, the filmmaker seems to be well aware that when distant film audiences can, 
at least to some extent, identify with a victim of atrocity, they tend to feel both more 
empathetic towards the suffering and more willing to go out of their way to help those in 
need.146  
 
 
3.3 Humanizing Distant Victims  
 
Since the second Palestinian uprising – the Al-Aqsa Intifada – that gained the Palestinian 
cause a lot of new sympathizers and supporters worldwide, European and American 
filmmakers have made a conscious attempt to ‘humanize Palestinians’147 to facilitate the 
identification of international audiences with them and to make the viewers more likely to 
support Palestinians in their struggle. This process of humanization can be described as an 
effort to represent distant others in a way that triggers empathetic reactions and makes 
offering them assistance seem like a sensible and rightful thing to do.148 During the 
previously discussed scene of ToG that shows a massive crowd watching people looking for 
casualties in the ruins of destroyed buildings, someone screams “the Almadhoon family!” As 
naming participants is one of the verbal means of personalizing them in the eyes of the 
public,149 referring to the targeted family this way makes its members appear as more than 
mere numbers in the casualty records and so humanizes the victims. Indeed, for those 
marginalized people that cannot access any other platform for displaying their individual 
humanity, documentary films can provide a channel for doing just that.150 
 
          To enable the viewers of the film outside of Gaza to better identify with the Strip’s 
inhabitants suffering in the distance, ToG also contains a number of scenes that feature 
Gazans talking about their daily lives and past-time activities. In one such scene, a young boy 
talks about his dead father and shares with the spectators some of the activities the two used 
to enjoy together before the conflict, such as eating watermelons and swimming – ordinary, 
simple things any child could do with their parents. By sharing some details about the boy 
and what he likes to do in his spare time, this scene individualizes him and so enables those 
among the international audience to forget about their possible prejudices regarding 
Palestinians which, in turn, makes it easier for them to establish a connection with the distant 
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figures.151 This connection, in turn, may help the producers of the film to gain support for the 
Palestinians of Gaza as Jenni and Loewenstein argue that when a viewer can relate to the 
victim of atrocity, he or she is more open to the idea of helping them.152  
 
       Later in ToG, there are also several scenes featuring children playing, dancing and 
simply spending time with activities that young people everywhere in the world might enjoy. 
During one such clip, for example, the camera is taken to a beach where it zooms in to 
children building sandcastles, swimming and playing in the water. As the camera zooms back 
out, the viewer sees a busy beach full of families enjoying a beautiful day out. Although this 
kind of occasional footage describing normal life instead of war could be thought to take 
away from the drama of the otherwise grim documentary and so to decrease empathy in the 
audience, it does, in fact, serve an important purpose. Namely, as Chouliaraki argues, viewers 
are more likely to stand up against the injustice they are witnessing in faraway places if the 
distant victims are represented as ‘being like us,’ and, on the other hand, less likely to act in 
solidarity when there does not seem to be anything in common between the viewer and the 
sufferer. In other words, the likelihood of faraway spectators to stand up against suffering 
largely depends on the successful humanization of the sufferers153  – precisely what these 
scenes in ToG attempt to achieve.  
 
 
3.4 Outspoken Subjects? 
  
The one major characteristic of the featured participants of both CoG and ToG that 
contradicts the conventional humanitarian ideas of an ideal victim discussed in the paper is 
that, although the narrators do occasionally speak on behalf of the young Palestinians, the 
directors mostly let the affected Gazans voice their experiences and thoughts themselves. In 
this sense, the characters seen on the screen clearly differ from the typical victim figures in 
humanitarian cinema who mostly stay silent and only get their voices heard through a 
narrator.154 The articulate protagonists of CoG, in particular, confidently share their 
experiences of the conflict in great detail, whether it be Amal suffering from a head injury or 
Mahmoud and Omsyatte losing a loved one. While their outspokenness occasionally makes 
the film seem less like an attempt by the foreign filmmaker to give a voice to the supposedly 
marginalized, the children say very little that would frame them as anything else but 
humanitarian subjects. Therefore, similarly to Tascón’s idea of freedom fighters mentioned 
earlier, the four children seem to be captive to the humanitarian framework of CoG even 
though they do not actually come across as silent victims without any agency whatsoever. 
That is to say that when speaking of their suffering and expressing a desire for either armed 
or peaceful resistance, those appearing on the screen still have to present their struggle in a 
particular way to generate a desirable reaction in the viewer. 155   
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Conclusion  
 
Based on the above analysis of the participants of CoG and ToG, we can conclude that, for 
the most part, the films conform to the humanitarian idea of innocent sufferers. They both 
convey the message of victimhood and suffering of Palestinians during and after the 2008-
2009 Gaza war through verbal accounts, authentic footage and witness testimonies and, 
perhaps most notably, mainly feature children. This is not a surprise given the framing of 
Gaza as a humanitarian issue after war and the meaning of child in humanitarian discourse as 
‘as an emblem of universal humanity.’156 Of the different framing devices introduced by 
Maernaut et al., the films mostly seem to employ ones falling under the categories of 
positionality and narration, in addition to which the attributes of innocence and youth are 
clearly linked to most participants in the films. In both documentaries, the suffering of Gazan 
children appears to serve as the central organizing idea mentioned earlier. That is to say that 
the frames in the works, created by the framing devices, provide a coherent structure around 
which more detailed information is arranged. This structure offers the viewers of each film a 
pre-determined context within which they are supposed to decipher the meaning of the film. 
Hence, there is little room for one’s own interpretation other than the focus on children’s 
suffering that makes the films humanitarian.  
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4. Emergency Thinking  
 
In addition to their prevalent focus on the suffering of innocent civilians discussed in the 
previous chapter, both CoG and ToG make the events that they illustrate sound and look like 
an unforeseen situation of emergency, a phenomenon defined as an abrupt, unusual cause of 
suffering.  
 
 
4.1 Narrating Urgency  
 
To begin with the first scene worth discussing here, ToG features a Palestinian woman sitting 
in the ruins of her bombed-down house, recounting the experiences of her family in 
December 2008. “When the war started, they began bombing. There were bombings night 
and day. We couldn’t sleep. As soon as we shut our eyes, we were awoken by bombing,” she 
describes the plight and continues to explain what happened when they were trapped inside 
the house: “the shooting was all over our heads. The bullets came inside the house and they 
ripped the place apart… We were running in the street, some of the children were barefoot… 
The bombing and shooting was all over us.” Here, although the scene does not provide the 
spectators with any visual proof of what the woman and her family went through, the woman 
emphasizing the danger being intense and constant, as well as her use of the verb running, 
generate an impression of an acute threat in the viewers. The woman’s narration of the events 
from a first person perspective also helps legitimize the story in the minds of the spectators, 
while the focus on women and children as participants follow the common humanitarian 
framework.  
 
          In CoG, a similar sentiment of emergency is communicated in a scene that features two 
local counsellors helping traumatized Gazan children to learn to live with what they went 
through during OCL. Mental health problems, one of them asserts, are typical as after the 
war, the children’s behaviour towards one another became increasingly aggressive, 
something that is attributed to their exposure to the high levels of violence in their 
environment. She goes on to explain that the affected children do not appear interested in 
talking to others or establishing normal social relationships. Her colleague calls the problem 
at hand a ‘psychological crisis’ and so describes it as a sudden event, an impression that is 
further reinforced as she states that the children only developed these emotional and 
behavioural issues as a result of the conflict, assuring the audience that there were no such 
problems among the Gazan youth prior to the Israeli incursion. As these women are experts 
in their field, their knowledge contributes to the legitimization of the idea of an emergency in 
the minds of the public157 and, consequently, does its part in the promotion of the 
humanitarian narrative.  
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4.2 Suggesting an Immediate Threat   
 
Continuing with the visual means of communicating the idea of urgency to film audiences, 
there seem to be two kinds of scenes serving this purpose in CoG and ToG – those merely 
hinting at the possibility of danger and those actually presenting footage of an emergency 
situation. To begin with the former type, the first minutes of CoG offer us a good example. 
The opening scene of the film features a group of small children playing football on the 
streets of a local neighbourhood on what seems to be nothing but an ordinary day in the Gaza 
Strip when, suddenly, footage of a bombing of a suburb – that could well be the one – fills 
the screen. A tower of smoke is seen rising to the sky, creating a dramatic image further 
intensified by the ominous music on the background. Here, the relevant categories defined by 
Moernaut et al. are, first of all, positionality, and, secondly, context. The former becomes 
relevant when one analyses how these two consecutive shots were filmed. Namely, the 
footage portraying the playing children is a tight frame, while the shelling is shown within a 
larger frame that allows for a great depth of field. As for the context, the viewers are probably 
aware of the rough location of both the children and the bombing, which increases the 
salience of the footage.158 
 
          Although these scenes are two separate ones and nothing really suggests that this 
abrupt burst of Israeli violence hit the playing children, nor is there photographic evidence of 
that particular incident having wounded or killed anyone at all, the sequencing of the footage 
in this way does, nevertheless, effectively generate an impression of Israeli actions in Gaza 
posing an imminent threat to Palestinian children. Here, juxtaposition is used as a rhetorical 
figure. It suggests that the possibility of a violent death is continuously present in the lives of 
Gaza’s inhabitants and so creates a sense of urgency and, more precisely, the imperative for 
the international community to immediately take action to protect Gazan minors from Israeli 
violence. The same technique of meaning-making is employed again when the four main 
protagonists of CoG – Ibrahim, Omsyatte, Amal and Mahmoud – are introduced to the 
audience moments later. Here, after the narrator of the documentary names each child and a 
short clip of him or her is shown to the viewers, a brief scene depicting a bomb falling down 
somewhere is placed in between the introductions, which creates an idea of the children in 
danger that calls for humanitarian action.  
 
         In addition to these scenes in CoG, similar juxtaposition of images is also employed in 
ToG in order to generate an impression among the spectators of the film that Palestinian lives 
are at risk and that something needs to be done urgently in order to address the precarious 
situation. In the beginning of the film, for example, there are people praying in a large, white 
tent serving as a makeshift mosque replacing the original one destroyed as a result of Israeli 
shelling. In the middle of the prayer, one of the worshippers, a young boy called Yahud, hears 
something – two Israeli military aircraft circling in the sky above the crowd, a scene that 
resembles the ones in CoG that create an idea of an imminent threat in the minds of the 
audience. Later on in the film, a wedding is taking place and a decorated vehicle is filmed 
driving down the street, accompanied by a convoy of cars, some donkey carts on the sides of 
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the road and, unsettlingly, a helicopter above them. The party arrives at the venue and the 
groom is brought out and greeted by the singing and clapping guests that seem to be having a 
good time. Soon Yahud, the boy from the earlier mosque scene, hears the familiar hum of a 
helicopter and worriedly looks up to the sky to see one of them above the venue of the 
ongoing festivities, generating an impression in the spectators that the Israelis are watching 
and could at any point fire at the party. Here, the participants are humanized through the 
footage doing what anyone in the audience could do – dancing, laughing, having fun, 
something that makes it easier for the audience to identify with them and to feel empathy.  
 
 
4.3 Footage of Chaos  
 
Not only is the sense of emergency communicated to the audience via the above discussed 
scenes suggesting an imminent threat to the lives of the Gazans, but the analysed films also 
include footage that takes the viewer directly in the middle of the events and actually shows 
some of the Israeli attacks rather than merely hinting at the possibility of them occurring. In 
one such scene in CoG, two ambulances with their sirens howling speed down the street 
leaving behind a massive cloud of dust, a sight followed by footage of two injured children 
being rushed into the hospital for treatment on a single stretcher. The doctors gathered around 
a wounded girl are shouting and the patient is loudly begging for water. As the camera 
quickly moves to a small boy surrounded by loudly chattering doctors, the spectator can hear 
someone crying in the background. Given that the main participants in CoG are all children, 
it does not come as a surprise that the people in focus here are minors as well. Here, some of 
the attributes of the participants include, for example, vulnerability and young age, which are 
typical characteristics of those attracting humanitarian attention. 
 
          Similar hospital scenes, although much more graphic, can also be spotted in ToG. As 
Palestinian victims of the sudden Israeli shelling are shown dealing with the devastating 
consequences of the attack and trying to urgently get treatment for the wounded in order to 
save their lives. In one such scene, a group of paramedics hurries down the street with a 
severely wounded man on the stretchers, loads him on the ambulance and speeds off in front 
of the videographer before the car door is even shut. Later, an ambulance arrives at the Kamal 
hospital in Gaza and immediately becomes surrounded by what seems to be another group of 
paramedics. While the first aid workers are occupied trying to get the victim out of the 
vehicle, a man with a wounded child in his arms sprints across the screen looking for help. As 
the camera is taken inside the busy hospital, the spectators witness a chaotic scene of doctors 
and relatives of the injured shouting and running around all over. Here, the chaos is 
effectively captured using a large frame – a positionality-related choice that allows for 
showing the full scale of the events. At one point, a number of seemingly distressed men is 
filmed rushing a casualty through the corridors of the hospital, an effort that the cameraman 
fails to keep up with as the group quickly disappears behind the corner.  
 
       Another scene in ToG captures a bombing of what looks like a residential area in the 
distance. As the videographer stands in the middle of the road filming the attack, several 
people run past him in panic. Here, the position of the cameraman as the one witnessing it all 
makes his footage seem credible. Moments later, group of young men is then captured 
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rushing into a courtyard to put out a fire in one of the buildings around it. “Go, go, go,” the 
men shout as they dash through the gates carrying with them a hose already spraying water 
everywhere. One of the men begins to hastily climb up a shaky ladder that leads to the 
burning apartment while the rest yell at him to hurry up. Moments later, an elderly woman 
runs towards the cameraman hand in hand with a small child. “They bombed the whole 
neighborhood, we just ran away,” she says and then scurries away again to look for safety. 
Then another bomb falls somewhere and a man grabs an elderly woman screaming on the 
street by the shoulder to direct her away from the danger. In these frames, a lot happens but it 
is precisely the combination of all the sounds and images – the rattling of the fire, the nervous 
shouting, the wobbling ladder and people running for safety – that makes the scene 
powerfully illustrate one of the emergency situations that contemporary humanitarian cinema 
relies on.159 
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5. Long-term Political Matters 
 
Despite their focus on humanitarian narratives, CoG and ToG also address a few long-
established, structural and political issues Gaza. The most fundamental problem faced by 
Gazan citizens still practically living under occupation is the strict Israeli control of the flow 
of people in and out of the Strip, an issue that CoG addresses the by bringing in the families 
of a number of injured and sick children to share their predicament with the viewers. The first 
such scene features the previously introduced Amal together with her grandmother who is 
taking the disabled girl to Tel Aviv for a surgery. As Amal and her companion are waiting at 
the Erez border crossing located at the northern end of the Gaza Strip, they are told by the 
officers on duty that there is no entry permit for them. The officers add that perhaps the 
Israeli authorities would issue one in a couple of hours, leaving Amal and the grandmother 
waiting for seven hours until they are finally let through. While this scene does not, by any 
means, frame the pair’s problem at the border as an urgent situation of emergency like some 
scenes described before, it does not provide the viewers of CoG with the broader historical 
context of the Israeli-imposed restrictions on the free movement of the Gazan population, 
either. Nothing in the scene suggests that Gazan mobility was already restricted before OCL, 
something that makes the issue of restricted mobility seem like it only appeared as the result 
of OCL. Hence, with CoG not including any background, the major issue caused by Israeli 
politics and policies that could have made a political point in the film does not appear to be 
that much of a political matter after all. Unsurprisingly, the relevant category of framing 
devices here is context – the spectators here can identify the location and approximate time 
period of Amal’s visit to the border but they do not know the broader context of whether she 
was in a similar situation before, for example.   
 
           While the above discussed part of CoG seems to portray the limited mobility in a 
rather neutral manner, it does not give any background information either. Another such 
scene addressing the subject of restrictions of movement turns the presumably political matter 
into a humanitarian one. Ribhye, a 10-year-old leukemia patient is filmed bedridden in his 
home with his seemingly distressed parents sitting beside him. The narrator explains that the 
local hospitals in the Gaza Strip do not have the needed equipment to provide the boy with 
the potentially life-saving chemotherapy that he requires and, hence, in order to receive 
treatment, he would either have to be taken to Israel or transported to the neighboring Egypt. 
Neither of these two options seems feasible, however, as Israel refuses to cooperate with the 
Hamas-run Gazan health authorities and crossing the southern border at Rafah would require 
the family to obtain passports, something the narrator says could take several months. In 
stating that the terminally ill boy does not have that long, the narrator makes it sound like an 
emergency, so bringing in the humanitarian sentiment. The idea is reinforced as the scene 
turns emotional. Namely, after first wondering how they could get to Egypt, Ribhye’s father 
asks where the human rights organizations are. “If you had a small animal, you’d spend 
millions to try and cure it! But a child like this, no one looks at him, why?” the man cries. 
Here, as the man directly addresses the audience, his message is more impactful.160 In 
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addition, he uses exaggeration as a rhetorical figure to make his point treatment of an animal 
compared to that of his sick son. 
 
        Besides of these restrictions of people’s movement imposed on the Gazan population by 
Israeli authorities, the films also bring up the struggle of Gazan economy caused by the 
border closure. CoG addresses the predicament of the local fishing industry and its narrator 
explains that since Israel imposed its blockade on Gaza three years back, the Strip has had to 
increasingly rely on one of its traditional industries – fishing – in order to feed the people and 
bring in some money. The narrator asserts that according to the Oslo agreement of the 1990s, 
Gazans are theoretically permitted to take their boats up to 20 miles off shore, something that 
is not the case in practice. Ibrahim, 11, explains how his family has been fishing off the coast 
of Gaza for several decades and goes on to tell the viewers about the problems they have 
experienced at work. “We set off in the morning, for example, we go two miles out and the 
Israeli gunboat comes and attacks us,” the boy describes the reality of his work. He also 
shares the events of the other day when an Israeli gunboat came to them, arrested everyone, 
took the boat and shot up the machinery. ToG, on the other hand, does not address the 
specific issue of fishing but, rather, addresses the possibly resulting poverty. A young man 
about to get married says that he is in debt and wonders if he will ever be able to repay it. He 
continues by saying that everything comes to Gaza through the tunnels and that the prices are 
high, making it difficult to buy even the essentials.  
 
          While the films do address these structural and political issues in Gaza, they only share 
with the audience what the situation was at the time of filming. As none of the participants 
really talks about the history of the Strip, either, the films overlook the developments that led 
to the current situation.  
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6. Discussion  
 
By focusing on the suffering of innocent Palestinian civilians in a situation seemingly framed 
as an emergency, the analysed films – Children of Gaza and Tears of Gaza – appear to 
portray the 2008-2009 conflict in Gaza War and the conditions of its residents after the 
ceasefire as a humanitarian problem, rather than a political one. To begin with the idea of 
OCL as an emergency, only concentrating on the urgency of the supposedly unforeseen 
situation overlooks the possibility of some of these said emergencies actually gradually 
developing over the course of months, years or even decades, rather than simply suddenly 
appearing without a warning. In such cases, the eventual ‘emergency’ is not necessarily 
something unpredictable that could not be seen coming but is, in fact, sometimes observable 
for a long period of time before it finally catches the attention of the public and the 
policymakers.161 This is true of Gaza, too, as demonstrated in the earlier paragraphs about the 
historical context of the conflict. However, as CoG and ToG provide little information on 
how the Strip came to be such a troubled place, the viewers are left with the impression that 
either the closed off enclave simply happens to naturally be that way or that all the problems 
plaguing its inhabitants were brought about by OCL, neither of which is the case – Gaza “was 
made that way and is kept that way by people and politics.”162  
 
       While framing the Gaza conflict of 2008-2009 as a humanitarian emergency above all 
may be motivated by good intentions, such as drawing attention to the issue among the 
international community and so encouraging them to support Palestinians in their struggles, 
using the idea of an urgent crisis to understand conflicts is inherently problematic. In short, 
although OCL was indeed one of the most destructive attacks on Gaza in the 21st century, 
emergency cannot, in fact, be considered a new phenomenon in the besieged Strip. Referring 
to the Gaza issue as an emergency takes attention away from the less spectacular yet frequent 
violence and so makes it look normal in the eyes of outside observers. By failing to provide 
their viewers with background information on the events that took place in the Gaza Strip 
prior to OCL, CoG and ToG contribute to the idea of Gaza as an exceptionally troubled 
region, a perception that enables Israel to construct Gaza as a morally acceptable target of 
violence.163 In addition, the lack of contextualization in the two films’ framing of OCL 
generate an impression of the conflict as an uniquely violent instance isolated from the 
existing structures and practices of the occupation.164 This is to say that portraying OCL as an 
unanticipated emergency may make it impossible for the international audience to 
acknowledge the presence of everyday violence in the Strip and, consequently, to normalize 
the continuous suffering of Palestinians in Gaza.165  
 
        One of the problems is that, by circulating gruesome images of Gazan casualties and 
sharing the tragic stories of those affected by conflict, foreign media tends to portray Gaza as 
being about to experience a catastrophe while, in fact, the residents of the besieged Strip are 
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already living that catastrophe.166 This is because, instead of only a serious case of Israeli 
violence counting as a disaster, the constant occurrence of the normalized Israeli acts of 
aggression against Palestinians ought to be seen as a catastrophe as well.167 To this end, 
several scholars focused on Palestine suggest that the politics affecting Gaza has, over time, 
produced a somewhat stable yet precarious situation they call a managed disaster.168 What 
they mean by this term is that while Israel cannot afford Gaza to completely collapse, it 
carefully calculates, for example, exactly how much food and other supplies the Gazan 
population needs in order to survive but not thrive. As the residents of the Strip are constantly 
deprived of the very essentials yet kept alive, they can be said to be going through this long-
term phase of a managed disaster.  
 
         When it comes to the potential implications of stressing the humanitarian nature of the 
Gaza issue and the suffering of the individuals residing there at the expense of the structural 
and political issues that paved way for OCL in the first place, like seen in CoG and ToG, this 
kind of framing calls for a different response. Namely, as the victims of an urgent situation of 
emergency are typically portrayed as helpless subjects deprived of their civil rights and 
security, a war or other such sudden crisis invites those witnessing the event to take up 
humanitarian and not political action.169 This kind of a response is designed to encourage 
people to immediately take action to mitigate the suffering of those affected, and, most 
urgently, to save their lives. As modern humanitarianism rests on the idea of urgency that 
makes people want to act to save lives, this focus on urgency lets long-term plans of 
development and political change remain neglected.170  
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7. Conclusion  
 
This study sought to address the question of to what extent the Gazan predicament during and 
shortly after the 2008-2009 OCL is framed as a humanitarian issue by CoG and ToG. Now, 
having looked at both the verbal and the visual means of communication in the two 
documentaries, examined five different framing devices – (in)animate participants and 
attributes, positionality, context, rhetorical figures and narration – in the analysis and 
considered the potential implications of a specific framing of the situation on the future 
reality of the Gazan population the conclusions are as follows.  
 
First of all, the first chapter of the paper shows that Palestinians in Gaza are mostly portrayed 
as humanitarian subjects. In order to generate a frame and to support it until the end, CoG and 
ToG employ a variety of different framing devices, such as statistics as a rhetorical tool and 
first-person perspective to give an impression of credibility. They sometimes feature experts 
and relatable individuals close to the protagonists as narrators because it is known that they 
will be listened to more attentively, in addition to which the characters occasionally address 
the viewer directly to make them feel engaged and so to make their message more impactful. 
Both films, particularly ToG, also make an effort to humanize the featured individuals in an 
attempt to make them more relatable to the public and so to encourage empathy. In the visual 
realm, the documentaries use graphic images and documentary evidence to support their 
humanitarian narratives. Finally, although the children in the films seem more outspoken than 
what a stereotypical humanitarian subject is thought to be, they are still restricted by the 
humanitarian framework.  
 
The second chapter addresses the so called emergency thinking prevalent in contemporary 
humanitarianism. It shows that both films do employ it to some extent, particularly ToG. It 
uses chaotic and noisy footage of people rushing around on the streets and in hospitals, which 
creates an impression of a humanitarian emergency that needs to be immediately addressed in 
order to save lives. The third chapter, then, describes some of the political issues addressed in 
the films and notes that the footage does not offer any context for these issues, making it 
seem like they were produced by OCL. Finally, the discussion concludes that, by framing 
Gaza as a humanitarian issue, one overlooks the long-established structural and political 
problems in the Strip that stand in the way of both development and a Palestinian state.  
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